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The development of Jesuit studies during the last 20 years has been mainly
centered on their relationship with the Scientific Revolution: all the scholars inter-
ested in Galileo’s case, in Renaissance Aristotelianism, or in the history of astronomy
at the time of Copernicus are necessarily confronted, during their research, with a
Jesuit, either a theologian or a philosopher. In the specific field of history of mathe-
matics, much work has been dedicated recently to the most famous Jesuit mathema-
tician, Christoph Clavius (1538–1612), and the development of his teaching in Rome
has recently been the subject of important studies. To be specifically mentioned
are the following pieces of work which have come out in the last five years: Ugo
Baldini, Legem impone subactis: Studi su filosofia e scienza dei Gesuiti in Italia,
1540–1632, Rome: Bulzoni, 1992, published at the same time as Clavius’s correspon-
dence (see Ugo Baldini and Pier Daniele Napolitani, ed., Christoph Clavius: Corris-
pondenza, edizione critica, Pisa: Universita` di Pisa, Dipartimento di matematica, 7
vol., 1992); James M. Lattis, Between Copernicus and Galileo. Christoph Clavius
203
0315-0860/97 $25.00
Copyright  1997 by Academic Press
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved.
204 REVIEWS HM 24
and the Collapse of Ptolemaic Cosmology. Chicago and London: The University of
Chicago Press, 1994; and L. Giard, dir., Les je´suites a` la Renaissance: Syste`me e´ducatif
et production du savoir, Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1995.
Gatto’s book, a precise and accurate enquiry into the Jesuit college in Naples,
reads as a case study: covering the long period which begins in 1558 with the first
lessons of mathematics taught at the college and ends in the middle of the 17th
century, the book is divided into four chapters, each of which deals with a specific
scientific topic.
The first chapter, ‘‘Birth and first scientific development of the college’’ (pp.
17–88), analyzes the genesis of mathematical teaching at the college by establishing
the connection between the organization of the first lessons and the central debate,
in that period of European Renaissance, on the status of mathematics as a science.
The study is devoted to the first professors, unknown until now, such as Hieronimo
Hurtado, the first Jesuit who defended mathematical theses in Naples, in 1568;
Vincenzo Figliucci; and Giovanni Giacomo Staserio: these figures are inserted in
the rich, complex, and combative environment which constitutes the intellectual
and epistemological background of the birth of mathematical teaching in Naples.
In this way, Gatto demonstrates that, during that first period of the history of the
Company, Jesuits were confronted with the necessity of inventing a new relationship
between science, philosophy, and theology, and he draws especially on the external
influences which have contributed to the definition of many aspects from Jesuit
science. This explains, in the case of Naples, the tensions and contradictions to be
found in many internal debates. In spite of those, the first mathematicians could
maintain for their activity a real space of freedom, even though limited by the
doctrinal choices made by the Company.
The second chapter, ‘‘Between Copernicus and the new science’’ (pp. 89–158),
focuses on that brief but essential period which corresponds to the condemnation
of heliocentrism, in 1616: the first pages, dedicated to the Neapolitan ‘‘innovatori’’—
men such as Foscarini, Colantonio, and Stigliola—give a telling picture of the
intellectual dynamism of the period: it brings into relief the reception of the Coperni-
can system in the Italian arena, particularly in the Jesuit college. The correspondence
between Staserio and Clavius, published and analyzed by Gatto, reveals that, before
and after 1616, the definition of a Jesuit scientific model had originated in doubts,
interrogations, and deep discussions. Gatto, who spent several years in the Jesuit
and local archives, produces in his book important unknown administrative papers,
manuscripts of lessons, and letters. In so doing, he points out the gap between the
amount of trouble inside the Company and the permanent denying of it, in front
of the external world. Most of all, he emphasizes the interest expressed by the
Jesuits for the new science, either in Rome or in Naples: the paradox of the Jesuits’
position consists in their inability to transfer novelty in their teaching. The result
is the exclusion of the new Galilean science from Jesuit schools and, correspondingly,
the rigid defense of traditional science. In the Neapolitan cultural context, a further
result was the impossible creation, during all of the modern period, of a Galilean
school. But, at the same time, Staserio was able to focus his own work on the
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algebra inspired by the books of Vie`te; Sgambati, influenced by the other Italian
Jesuit Biancani, demonstrated an interest in mechanics. The situation depicted by
Gatto reveals a complex relationship between the Jesuits and new science, which
explains the mathematical production of the post-Copernican generation, theme
for the third chapter (pp. 159–221). Many manuscripts are studied from a technical
and scientific point of view: the Praxi horologiorum written by Giovan Battista
Trotta, the problems of mechanics developed by Giovan Battista Zupi, and
others.
But, the Neapolitan Jesuits of the first half of the 17th century must first of all
deal with the central question of the structure of matter. As a result, the fourth
chapter of the book is dedicated to ‘‘atoms and corpusculs’’ (pp. 223–261): the
doctrine of atomism had been rejected by the Company, without possible discussion
of the argument. That firm and definite prohibition of atomism is the result of a
process of doctrinal narrowing and that phenomenon, as analyzed by Gatto, is
based on the commentary of an unknown manuscript, Euclides ad examen, in which
the anonymous author develops the project of ‘‘forging a doctrine able to substitute
for scholastic Aristotelianism, but agreeing with the fundamental precepts of faith.’’
That last document studied by Gatto gives a new proof of the vitality of the tensions
which divided philosophers and mathematicians of the Jesuit college, in the middle
of the 17th century, even after Galileo’s condemnation.
The conclusion underlines two main and opposite ideas: in spite of censorship,
the Jesuit mathematical teaching in Naples allowed the constitution of the scientific
culture necessary for the understanding of Cartesian method and concepts, which
flourished in the second half of the seventeenth century in the city; on the other
hand, the Company created the conditions of its own decline, scientifically speaking.
Obviously, the development of other case studies will show how that conclusion
can be enlarged.
It is now necessary to insist on the various merits of the book, which give a good
lesson in the methodology of the history of science. In the course of his research,
the author spent much time in the archives, either in Rome or in Naples. There,
he found unpublished papers and especially letters which are printed at the end of
the volume: 60 pages are dedicated to letters from Vernaglione, from Staserio to
Guldin, and from Grienberger, Imperiali, and Zupi. From the archives, Gatto
extractedenoughmaterial toreconstruct the careersofall theprofessorsofmathemat-
ics and philosophy he studied. All those documents, concerning apparently specific
and local history, are systematically analyzed in the context of scientific Italian history.
The internalist analysis is always precise: written by Giovan Battista Zupi, the Com-
pendiosa tractatio, which deals with mechanics, is described and studied from an epis-
temological and theoretical point of view. Gatto underlines the influences of Gui-
dobaldo del Monte and Galileo: the manuscript is often cited, and mathematical
figures are reproduced. But the author systematically goes on to develop the exter-
nalist approach. This is why the book throws light on one of the most important epi-
sodes of European intellectual history, that of the Scientific Revolution.
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